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The upcoming biannual conference of trade ministers grouped in the World Trade Organization
(WTO), which will be held in Singapore Dec. 9-13, has generated widespread debate in the region
about the effects of global trade accords on Latin American and Caribbean countries. Changes in
agricultural production are attracting special attention given the far-reaching effects of marketopening policies on regional land tenure and productive patterns.
The WTO conference, which will include trade ministers and other delegates from the
organization's 123 member states, is the first such conference since the WTO was created in early
1995. As a result, member countries see it as an opportunity both to evaluate the achievements in
world trade since the Uruguay Round negotiations concluded in late 1994 and to discuss issues not
previously considered under the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). "The upcoming
event provides an excellent opportunity to reflect on the costs and benefits, achievements and
obstacles, that have emerged during the past two years since the WTO was formed," said Carlos
Moneta, head of the Sistema Economica Latinoamericana (SELA). "It will also lead to discussion of a
medium-term plan of action regarding emerging trade issues."
According to SELA, which published a preliminary analysis in late October of the Uruguay Round's
effects on the region, the most important benefit for Latin America and the Caribbean has been the
creation of the WTO, which offers developing countries a reliable forum to resolve trade disputes.
"The principal achievement has been the creation of organs within the WTO to resolve trade
conflicts, which allows member countries a permanent mechanism for appeal when their rights
are violated," reads the SELA document. "The advantages are clear: greater automatism and preestablished procedures for conflict resolution, rapid solutions to disputes, and the certainty that a
final decision will be reached and executed."
Indeed, two Latin American countries achieved a watershed victory in a trade dispute with the US
early this year. In January, the WTO ruled that a key section of the US's Clean Air Act discriminated
against foreign oil refineries, and it ordered the US to change its rules on imported gasoline or face
unspecified sanctions. The case, which was brought to the WTO by Venezuela and Brazil, involved
the US law's standard for gasoline intended to reduce emissions that produce smog and toxic air
pollutants. The plaintiffs argued that the law unfairly discriminated against their gasoline imports
since it set different measurement standards for US domestic producers than those applied to
foreign imports.
In June, the US government announced its decision to abide by the WTO ruling, greatly enhancing
the WTO's mediating authority since the case was the first one brought before the WTO, and the
US's response to the ruling was closely watched by US trading partners. "It is no longer true that
the strongest always win and the weakest always lose," said WTO head Renato Ruggiero, who
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toured South American countries in mid-September in preparation for the upcoming conference of
trade ministers. "The WTO is helping to ensure that, in the era of globalization, trade relations are
regulated on the basis of international law and not on individual strength."
According to SELA, the end of the Uruguay round also contributed to an increase in intraregional
trade in the hemisphere, since the WTO's creation significantly accelerated the momentum toward
economic integration in North and South America. SELA reports that, in the five-year period from
1991 to 1995, trade among Latin American and Caribbean countries grew in value by 150%, from US
$16.1 billion to US$40 billion. At the same time, the region's share of global trade increased from
13.1% to 21%.
Still, the tariff-reduction agreements negotiated through the Uruguay Round particularly the
accords on agricultural goods have accelerated modernization in productive patterns and land
tenure throughout the region that has both positive and negative implications. In September,
the UN's Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) published a new study on the Uruguay
Round's impact on global farming, which was prepared with the assistance of the World Bank
and agricultural experts from 18 countries, including Canada and the US. In the section on Latin
America and the Caribbean, the FAO says that, once tariff reductions and cutbacks in agricultural
subsidies are fully implemented in 1999 as called for in the Uruguay Round, it will contribute to a
sharp increase in export income for the region.
All told, the FAO estimates that farm exports will earn US$2.6 billion more per annum after the year
2000. Among other goods, the FAO says sugar exports will bring in about US$720 million more per
year, vegetable and animal oils US$500 million more, cereals US$346 million, coffee US$212 million,
and dairy products US$200 million. Nevertheless, the benefits from increased export income will be
highly disproportionate, with the larger economies of the region reaping most of the extra earnings
and the smaller countries in Central America and the Caribbean experiencing only marginal gains.
Moreover, the elimination of protectionist trade measures and the opening of local economies
to foreign competition has led to a major shift in farm output since the late 1980s that has greatly
decreased food production in favor of a huge expansion in agroexports, a process that is accelerating
in the aftermath of the Uruguay Round. On the one hand, this shift has caused more dependency
on food imports, especially in the smaller economies. And, on the other hand, it has hastened the
process of land concentration since small and medium-sized farmers are much less capable of
making the transition from food crops grown for the domestic market to agroexport production.
As a result, the FAO estimates that hunger in developing countries will grow at alarming rates
during the next few decades given the expected growth in population unless much more is done
to foment domestic food production and provide support for struggling small and medium-sized
farmers. "The process of modernization that globalization has forced on these countries has
marginalized poor campesinos, and consequently it has harmed food production for domestic
consumption," reads a separate FAO report published in August. "In Latin America, huge benefits
could be generated through market-oriented land reforms that provide better access for small
producers and landless campesinos to potentially productive land reserves."
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In addition, the FAO cautions that governments must design and implement agricultural policies
that lead to sustainable growth in that sector, since the huge increase in agroexport production
is distorting supply on global markets and leading to a sharp drop in growth rates. Indeed, a
recent study by the Washington-based organization Development Gap reports that growth in
nontraditional agroexports in Latin American and Caribbean countries slowed from an initial
average rate of 15% to 30% annually during the late 1980s to just 3% per annum at the beginning of
the current decade.
Meanwhile, efforts by advanced industrialized countries to introduce new trade themes for
discussion during the WTO conference has generated heated debate in Latin America and other
developing regions. Among the new themes under review are international labor norms, corruption,
and investment competition. Of the three, labor norms has proven the most controversial. Under
the proposal, the developed countries want to set international standards regarding wages and labor
conditions to eliminate what they consider unfair trade advantages among developing countries.
Nevertheless, the proposal generated so much opposition that it has already been stricken from the
conference agenda. "The outlook regarding the introduction of new themes is very unclear, except
for the total rejection by all the developing countries to the inclusion of labor norms in the Singapore
agenda," reads the SELA document released in October. "Still, independently of whether the new
themes are actually discussed at the conference, these issues will continue to generate growing
pressures by industrialized countries in the coming years, inside and outside of the WTO."
Added SELA head Carlos Moneta, "We have to carefully monitor the changing realities of
international trade on three fronts: regional, hemispheric, and multilateral trade. A new world trade
order is emerging with profound repercussions for developing countries. We must make our input
in the discussion of this new order a maximum priority, because it is setting the agenda and the
rules of the game for the 21st century." [New York Times, 01/18/96, 06/20/96; Notimex, 08/01/96;
Washington Report on the Hemisphere, Council on Hemispheric Affairs, 08/07/96; Inter Press
Service, 08/30/96, 09/30/96; Reuter, 07/24/96, 08/05/96, 10/02/96; El Economista, 10/07/96; Agence
France-Presse, 09/10-12/96, 09/17/96, 09/26/96, 10/01-03/96, 10/09/96, 10/20/96]
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